I. Introduction
Independently of its outcome, the Arab Spring can be regarded as an event of global historical significance. From its onset in early 2011, it has been understood as a process of political change in the Middle East. The Arab world was the only major area where authoritarian rule could be established region-wide in the twentieth century, and where regimes managed to defy global trends beyond the threshold of the twenty-first century. But in Tunisia and Egypt in 2011, internal mass protests forced the leadership to resign within weeks. Inspired by these successes, popular movements throughout the Middle East were bolstered. They demanded substantial political reform and, in some cases, regime change. After decades of authoritarian rule and political stagnation, popular movements were finally able to destabilize or overthrow a number of authoritarian regimes in the Arab world. In the coming years, one of the main tasks of theoretically oriented social sciences will be to critically follow and explain the Arab Spring. For this purpose, such studies can draw on a wider foundation of social science than one might initially think. The fall of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, Hosni Mubarak, and other regime leaders was not predicted by social science, unless the notoriously vague conclusions of academic articles -which state that due to the unsustainable development of the Arab systems, change is inevitable -are accepted as a prognosis. Yet, at the same time, it should be taken into account that making predictions about the nature and timing of social structural change is difficult for objective reasons. The research subjects of the social sciences have, in contrast to those of chemistry or physics, intentions and choices whose occurrence and effects are difficult to identify. The primary role of the social sciences is to explain events and structures. Thus, until the Arab Spring, the task of social scientists was indeed to analyze the causal and intentional background of authoritarian structures' sustainability in the Middle East. At the same time, it can hardly be ignored that the potential of non-Islamist civic movements in the region was underestimated by social scientists. Moreover, it must be mentioned that -in reaction to the "deviant role" of the Arab world -some deterministic approaches and models were established that neglected or even ignored the idea that actors in the Middle East have choices. It would, however, mean throwing the baby out with the bath water if -because of the apparent failure of deterministic approaches -it were concluded that, in general, social scientific approaches have no value in the analysis of the Arab Spring. Reliable social science research, including humanities work analyzing the Middle East before the Arab Spring, works on the basis of the ceteris paribus clause: Statements that specific events and structures develop certain effects are made with the restriction that it applies only if other things are equal. The statement "smoking kills" is not false just because many smokers do not die from the immediate consequences of smoking, or even because nonsmokers also die. The same applies to social scientific approaches to the Middle East -they are not invalid just because they did not anticipate the Arab Spring. The aim of this paper is to outline methods that use central social scientific approaches to analyze the Arab Spring. Thus, the paper attempts to contribute to the explanation and description of political change in the Middle East with reference to relevant social science theories. As the subject of the essay is very much in flux, it must be conceded that the present article has a strong exploratory character.
II. OBJECTIVE
(i) To providing an overview of the existing literature on the Arab Spring, the article examines the empirical results of political diversification in the Arab world.
(ii) To analyze recent developments in the region -a major task of theoretically oriented social sciences in the coming years.
III. Arab Spring

Demographic Change
A first approach to the Arab Spring argues that change was inevitable because of the critical socioeconomic development in the authoritarian states of the Middle East. According to Volker Perthes (2011: 24), the most important trigger for this change was the demographic development of the Arab world. 
Social Media
Another view, held especially by Philip Howard and Muzammil Hussain (2011), attributes the outbreak of the Arab Spring to the access to digital media, including social media such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and text messages. Advocates of this approach make clear that the dissent between regimes and populations already existed long before the spread of the Internet. However, virtual communication gave people an instrument that made it possible for them to share their resentment with like-minded people and to organize movements against authoritarian rulers (ibid.: 36-37, 41). Even before the outbreak of the riots, the strongest criticism came from political bloggers: investigative journalism in the Middle East has long been the domain of private actors (ibid.: 36, 42). The Internet showed videos which presented the corrupt rulers' luxurious standard of living, thereby substantiating the once abstract criticism of the regimes (ibid.: 36). Furthermore, digital media displayed the freedom and prosperity of people in the West and elsewhere in the world. Every day more people in the Arab world were exposed to the rest of the world through international online news or the use of programs like Skype to talk with friends or relatives living abroad (see Howard and Hussain 2011: 36, 42) . The increasingly multilayered access to media gave people the opportunity to question political norms and valuesoften leading to a democratic orientation. After Mohammad Bouazizi's legendary self-immolation, people communicated throughout Tunisia in various online forums, expressing their solidarity as well as their dissatisfaction with the political situation in the country. Social media offered a space for solidarity that was ultimately transferred from the virtual world to the real one and manifested in mass protests against the authoritarian regime (ibid.: 36-38). Messages and posts on Facebook and Twitter or simple text messages immediately informed protestors about the next step of action and the location where it would take place. Within a few weeks, guided instructions for organizing successful protests were circulated on the Internet (ibid.: [38] [39] [40] . Authentic videos and pictures taken by protesters with cameras on mobile phones inspired citizens of other Arab states to organize protests -some of which were the largest in decades (ibid.: 38, 43). Abroad, social media platforms were used as channels to support protestors, to express solidarity, and to encourage people in their chosen path; for instance, external supporters programmed software that enabled activists to circumvent government firewalls (ibid.: 37, 44).
IV. Economic Liberalization
From a political-economic point of view, the Arab Spring was caused by a fundamental crisis of the authoritarian social contract. The contract had regulated relations between the people of the Arab world and the power systems for decades (Harders 2011 ). This authoritarian bargain implicitly promised the population a minimum of subsidies. In exchange, people preserved some degree of political loyalty to the regime. If this minimum economic safety net guaranteed by the state were no longer maintained, the regime would suffer from a deficit of legitimacy and the authoritarian bargain would collapse (Desai et al. 2011 ). However, the timing of the Arab Spring still cannot be explained, as the crises that led to the failure of the Middle Eastern authoritarian bargain in 2011 had existed for years, if not decades (Beck 2010) . One result of the regional oil boom in the 1970s was the establishment of the rent-based system of "petrolism" in the Middle East. Rents are incomes which are not balanced by labor and capital, and are thus at the free disposal of the recipients. In the 1970s, not only did the incomes generated by rents of the oil-producing states in the Middle East escalate, but, through politically motivated transfers from the Arab oil states to the oil-poor countries of the region, political entire states also emerged (Beck 2009 ). Because of falling oil prices, the system of petrolism fell into crisis during the last two decades of the twentieth century. The regimes of the Middle East reacted with a relatively complex, but unsustainable, attempt at crisis management, adopting limited economic reforms mostly aimed at enforcing foreign trade (Fürtig 2007; Richter 2011). At different stages most countries initiated political liberalization, but then withdrew from it in deliberalization phases (Kienle 2001). The structural dependence on rents, however, was not overcome. Two of the entire system's typical defects appeared (although this still does not explain the exact timing of the Arab Spring): First, the distribution-oriented strategy of the entire country eventually meets its limits. The productive sectors are neglected and government spending expands (especially with high population growth), while chances to generate compensating income through taxes are limited due to the neglected productive potential. Second, the primacy of the distributional policy is intended to depoliticize society. Therefore, the development of political institutions is neglected in entire states. Again, this cannot explain the outbreak of the Arab Spring, but it makes it plausible that once the regimes in the Middle East were confronted with a powerful opposition movement, they did not have the appropriate means to drive those movements on system-compatible paths (Beck 2009 (Beck , 2011a ).
V. Political Diversification of the Arab World Caused by the Arab
The Arab Spring disrupted the high degree of homogeneity among stable authoritarian regimes in the Middle East. This means, first, that there are some countries where authoritarian structures have been shaken to the point that one can speak of transition states. A central finding of transition theory is that transition has to be seen as an open process (Carothers 2002) . While most transition processes after the collapse of the totalitarian regimes in Europe were affected by the global "spirit of democracy" (Mahatma Gandhi), they did not always result in the establishment of democratic systems. Rather, in many cases hybrid systems or new types of authoritarian systems developed. Regional examples from the Middle East are the authoritarian Islamic Republic of Iran, which emerged from the 1979 revolution, and the political system of Turkey, which developed after the failure of Kemalism in 1950 -and went through a process of democratization over decades (Diamond 2002: 31) . Second, certainly not all authoritarian regimes in the Arab world have been disrupted by the Arab Spring. Although no country has escaped the regional debate about the Arab Spring, the ruling houses of some regimes -especially in the Gulf states -have so far known how to keep the foundations of their authoritarian rule intact. Third, there are strong indications that two regime types have been created which have more than short-term potential. On the one hand, not all protest movements in the Arab world have succeeded in forcing the ruling regime into transformation by peaceful means. Some regimes still control -at least temporarily -the levers of power with the help of their repressive apparatuses, yet they have been unable to force the newly formed opposition movements to their knees. A prime example is Syria. On the other hand, transition countries can differ, as the transition process can be regarded as stable or unstable. It should be noted that transition processes are sui generis dynamic, and only in exceptional cases come to pass without retarding moments and setbacks. Although it may be controversial in a particular case, it is still possible to distinguish systematically between transitions showing a trend away from authoritarianism toward a new system and cases where the old system is strong enough to reintroduce authoritarianism. It may also be possible that newly emerged political players favor an authoritarian regime. The consequences of the latter could lead to the perpetuation of the old regime, to an authoritarian pact between old and new authoritarian elites, or to the takeover of state power by new authoritarian elites. The result is a new two-by-two matrix of political rule in the Middle East generated by the Arab Spring. Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, and Egypt come close to ideal types, although to varying degrees.
VI. Four Types of Political Rule
Stable Authoritarian Systems: The Case of Saudi Arabia
Of those states in the Middle East which fall under the category of stable authoritarian, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is regionally and globally the most important regime. To date, the Saudi regime has succeeded in keeping its authoritarian rule stable without implementing substantial liberalization measures. When the Arab Spring began, various observers expected certain change in Saudi Arabia (Lacroix 2011: 48) . This view appeared plausible, as Saudi Arabia shows similar grievances to those Arab systems that faced massive protests: high unemployment, especially among the young; extreme corruption; political repression; and a wide social gap between the establishment and the young population (ibid.). Occasional protests occurred at the beginning of 2011, particularly in the Shiite east of the country (Freitag 2011: 23) . But the regime succeeded in using its extensive material resources to stabilize the country (Lacroix 2011: 53). The revenues from the oil sector allowed the monarchy to maintain a policy of "sticks and carrots": concessions helped to depoliticize strategic sectors of society, and at the same time, rents were used to finance an all-encompassing security and intelligence directorate (see Lacroix 2011: 53). When civil unrest occurred in other Arab states, the government imposed a nationwide ban on demonstrations and increased the contingent of security forces. King Abdullah also announced a subsidy program of 130 billion USD (Steinberg 2011). Furthermore, the royal family received support from the influential Council of Senior Islamic Scholars (Hai´at Kibar al-Ulama), which said that demonstrations are not compatible with Islam and therefore declared a ban on protests to be religiously lawful (ii) Unstable Authoritarian Systems: The Case of Syria Although the Syrian opposition had already expressed its discontent with the authoritarian system in the past (for example, the "Damascus Declaration" in 2005), the regime led by Basharal-Assad had succeeded on previous occasions at stifling major protests and maintaining its stability. In the wake of the Arab Spring, there was massive mobilization by the opposition, which the regime tried unsuccessfully to contain through cosmetic reforms and massive repression. At the same time, however, the regime was able to control the state institutions.
Thus, a civil war-like standoff has resulted. At the time of the writing, it is not predictable how long this situation will last, if the Assad regime will maintain stable authoritarian rule, or if the conflict will lead to regime collapse and a progressive political transformation in Syria (Beck and Hüser 2011).
VII.
Stable 
(iii) Unstable Transition Systems: The Case of Egypt
Similarly to Tunisia, Egypt has been in transition since the resignation of President Hosni Mubarak in February 2011. Egypt's transition, however, appears to be less consolidated than that of Tunisia. Since the fall of 2011, the country has been shaken by massive riots, and the state's reactions have led to substantial political and economic instability. The riots have been primarily directed against the transitional military government, which has delayed or blocked the transition of power to a civilian government. The "military-industrial complex" (Davis 2011b ) has steadily expanded its political and economic role ever since its emergence in 1954. This suggests that despite the resignation of Mubarak, the regimeʹs forces are still strong. Many observers state that the crucial factor blocking a democratic transformation is -presently -not the strength of Islamist groups but the military's interference (Davis 2011b, c) . But there are also other assessments: In the post-Mubarak parliamentary elections, Islamist parties won two-thirds of the seats, stoking fears of an undemocratic Islamization of the political system. The rising popularity of Salafism, and the possibility of a coalition between Salafists and the Muslim Brotherhood, is perceived as threatening (Ashour 2012 ).
VIII. Conclusion
Theory-based social science research on the Middle East has a strong incentive to analyze the Arab Spring and the changing empirical realities of Middle Eastern politics. This paper has attempted to contribute to this objective by presenting and discussing political change in the Middle East on the basis of a two-by-two matrix of political rule that differentiates according to the type of rule and the degree of stability. Based on a discussion of several case studies,the paper has shown on the one hand that this matrix helps to arrange the observed diversification of Arab regimes. On the other hand, it has shown that the matrix contributes to comprehending the dynamics of political change in the Middle East, a research topic that is still in flux. After an exploratory summary of explanations for the Arab Spring in general, the paper has used three theoretical strands of the social sciences -rent theory, transition theory, and revolution theory -to make an explanatory contribution as to why the regimes in the Arab world have diversified, and to discuss the implications. Thereby, the rent theory approach has proven to be particularly fruitful, especially because it can explain the fundamental difference between the regimes shaken by the Arab Spring and the persistently stable regimes in the Arab world.
Transition theory and revolution theory help to describe the complex, and sometimes contradictory, developments in the Middle Eastern countries -particularly in those that have been strongly affected by the Arab Spring.
